Preparing for practice: students' reflections on their final clinical experience.
Nursing students in their last clinical experience before graduating often encounter stressful situations and face unique challenges. To help students prepare for their transition into practice, both faculty and nurses in the clinical setting need a thorough understanding of what nursing students are thinking and feeling as they near the end of their academic program. This study was conducted to explore the cognitive and emotional responses of baccalaureate nursing students during their final clinical experience. Thirty-two senior nursing students wrote "thinking-in-action" reflections weekly during a 6-week period in the last semester of their nursing program. Reflections were analyzed using qualitative methods; seven themes emerged: being aware of human vulnerability, feeling the weight of registered nurse (RN) responsibility, recognizing limits, evaluating self, seeing the patient/family perspective, confronting ethical issues, and facing reality versus expectations. These findings help nurses in education and practice more fully understand the issues that students face in preparing for practice and may lead to strategies to smoothen the stressful transition from being a student to becoming an RN.